HOMILY FOR THE FIFTEENTH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR C

THE GOOD SAMARITAN

The gospel message started with the introduction of the Jewish lawyer who came to Jesus and said him: “Teacher what must I do to inherit eternal life”.  In response to this question, Jesus refers him to the new commandment of love which says: “You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all your being, with all your strength, and with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself” (Luke 10:27).  As if this was not enough answer the lawyer further asked “And who is my neighbor” (Luke 10:29)?  Using the story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus highlights the love of neighbor to him.
Historically, the Samaritans are the Jews left behind when the Babylonians stormed Judah, killed some and carried some off into captivity.  These Jews who were left in the ruins in Judah engaged in inter-marriage with men and women of the foreign nations around them and compromised their religious belief and practices.  As such when the Jews later returned home to Judah from their Babylonian captivity they despised the Samaritans and discriminated against them.
This is the kind of world in which Jesus was born - where neighborhood was described in terms of class, race or religion.  The Zealots understood neighbors to include only those who shared the same nationality and ethnicity with them.  The Pharisees regarded as neighbors only those who had strict adherence to the laws.  The average Jew would not regard the Samaritan as a neighbor.  Jesus had his share of this antagonism when he asked the Samaritan woman for a drink at the well of Jacob and she refused blatantly (John 4:7-9).  

With the story of the Good Samaritan Jesus brought out the concrete application of the commandment of love which these different sects recite every Sabbath day but fail to implement.  With this story Jesus echoes his teaching on love in the gospel of Mathew: “You have heard that it was said, you shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.  But I say to you, love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your heavenly Father, for he makes his sun rise on the bad and the good, and causes rain to fall on the just and the unjust” (5:43-45).
Using this story in which the man regarded as an enemy by the Jews just because he is a Samaritan and finally proves himself to be neighbor to the Jewish man in need, Jesus strove to touch the hearts of the people to break with their past; with the walls of religious conflicts shown in the divide between Christians and non-Christians; the walls of political affinity seen in the division between the democrats and the republicans or the liberals and the conservatives.  In fact, Jesus is opposed to any ethnic and racial segregation as in the bad blood between the blacks and the whites; the walls of differences in sexual orientation, culture and vocations that are punctuated with disrespect and fear.  As a matter of fact, Jesus is telling us that all humanity is one big neighborhood with a common fatherhood.  As such it does not admit of borders or frontiers.
So the gospel of the Good Samaritan challenges us to tear down the walls of economic class between the rich and the poor; the walls of social class between the leader and the led; the borders we have erected between those who belong to us and those who do not as well as the walls of self-centeredness and stinginess in our lives.  This is what Paul means in Phil 2:3-4 when he says: “Do nothing out of selfishness, rather regard the needs of others more important than your own.  So count it a blessing when you discover that you have something which makes you better than others. 
Finally, what this means is that Christianity is not only a body of doctrine to believe and recite but a way of life to live out.  It is not in our lips to profess and proclaim; but in our hand to touch and share.  “For this command that I enjoin on you today is not too mysterious and remote for you.  It is not up in the sky, that you should say, ‘Who will go up in the sky to get it for us and tell us of it, that we may carry it out?’ Nor is it across the sea, that you should say, ‘Who will cross the sea to get it for us and tell us of it, that we may carry it out?’ No, it is something very near to you, already in your mouths and in your hearts; you have only to carry it out.” (Deut 30:11-14).
